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ABSTE^CT 

This retiew of research on sexisi it childien's 
literature considers alternatifes to the dileaia of whether to 
discard children's books that contain stereotypes or to risk 
bestowing those stereotypes on today's children. Aaodg the issues 
conisidered are: the effect of sex'-role stereotyping on a childis 
level of intellectual functioning; the relaticnship of childrenis 
literature to sex-role stereotypes; the either negative or 
one'-diiensional portrayal of voien in nursery rhyies, folk and fairy 
tales; and literature written up to and during the period of a 
resurgence of feainisw. Suggestions include an eaphasis on 
self-def inition for today's child and literature- related activities 
th\t can enhance critical awareness of sex-role stereotyping. 
iAEA) 



44i4i4>4i4i4>4> ««««««««««««««««««««♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦ ♦♦♦♦♦♦ 

♦ Beproductions supplied! by EDBS are the best that can be Bade ♦ 

* frow the original docunent. * 

«4>4>«««««4i« «««««♦#«♦♦««♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦*♦♦♦♦♦♦ ♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦ 



us DCPAI^TMCNTOF MCALTH. 
EDUCATION A WELFARE 
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF 
EDUCATION 

TH)S DOCUMF NT MAS BEtN KEPHO- 

oufto fxAcnv AS wecFtvFD » «ov 

THF PERSON OR OkGANi/ATiON OMlGlN. 
ATtNC. IT POiNTSOf V I F W OR OP I N IONS 
STATFD.DO Nbr NFCFSSAWIUY WE^^WE. 

NT 0> J If I At NATi^^NAl INSTI TUTf Of 
F Out* A T if)N "POM T lON OW POl tC Y 




CHILDREN AND SEXIST LITERATURE i 

THE CHALLENGE OF CRITICAL READING 

Barbara A. Lahaan 
11 Wavarly Placa^ #5K 
Kaw tork, Naw York 10003 

Fourth Grada Taachar 
Tha Spenca School 
Naw Yorkf Naw York 



"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS 
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 

Barbara A. Lehman 



TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)." 



i 



CHILDREN AND SEXIST LITERATURE t 
THE challenge' OF CRITICAL READING 



"'Aootpt th« fact that this U a laan'a world and leam hON 
to pUy tha gaiH gipceftilly. . 

-Up a Road Slowly , Irene Hunt (Pollett, I966) 

•Tor .tha allUonth tUe aha waa glad aha waan't a boy. It 
waa all right for glrla to be aoaxad or ailly or aven aak 
dwib quaationa. Everybody Juat Uughed and tf^ought it waa 
funny. But if anybody caught Joe aaking a duiiF queation or 
even thought he waa the littlest bit scared, he want red and 
purple anf white," , ^ ,k 

-Mirmclea on Maple Hill , Virginia Sorenson (Harcourt, 1956) 

"Nidge Gliaa... turned out to be a good sport and aaart, even 
^ if she is a girl... Midge doean't giggle, and giggling ia the 
■ain thing wrong with noat girls. " 

-Henry Reed*s Journey , Keith Robertson (Viking, 196:!|) 
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The roots cf sex-role stereotypes begin in childhood. Sexisa 
is taught to children by the way they axe treated, the clothes they 
wear, the tcys they are given, the activities in which they are per- 
■itted to engage, ind the aodela of sex-roles presented by pexents, 
books, television, and education. Children's literature iteelf is 
not inaune froa sex-role stereotypes! such stereotypes will continue 
so long as new generationa ^ xaiaed with the old ideas about^ aex- 
rolea for aen ahd woMon. Thtia, we are faced with the dileaaa of 
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either dl80Mdl4« -sexlet" childr»»n»e books, passing the rigid role 
•odels of the pest to another generation, or searching for a third 
alternative. It is lupractical and futile to purge literature for 
children of all references to stereotyped sex-roles. Indeed, that ia 
neither the purpose of ed<ication flt of literature. Rather, sexisa in 
literature should be studied and analysed by chiMreh in an histori- 
cal perspective and used as a aeans to raise consciousness and enhance 
intellectual develojaent. * . 

Literature Defines a Child 

It is knoim that sex-role developaent begins early. The esUb- 
lishMnt of gender Identity, which often has been correUted with . 
sex-role' in our society, is a aajor developmental task starting at_- 
the age of two or three and is fairly solidified by the age of six. ; 
Purthemore, girls who aature within the rigid confines of a tradi- 
tional sex-role stereotype aay develop poor self-li»»ii»#. This lack 
of self -worth aay affect their intellectual functioning awl achievement. 

Matina S. Homer (1972) discussed achievenjint-related conflicts 
in woaen. She argued that woMn have a motive to avoid success 
because of the expected. undesirable coneequenoe of loss of femini- 
nity. (Wr societal stereotypes often have made competition, iide- 
pendence, competence, and intellectual achievement, prwnK*l»lte8 
for suocess, .Jjioompatible with the female ideal. Rather, achievement 
for femen, according to Jo Freedman (1970), is directed toward marriage 
as the route to tneeess. 

Eleanor Maocoby (I966) further probed the effect of sex-role 
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st«rttotypin« on ohildz«n*8 of intell«e%«al funotioning. She 

f omd passive and daptndtnt oHildxen of both mx«8 to paxf on poorly 
on intollaotual tasks whils ehildrsn who taks initlatlvs and are 
^ self -asasTtive to exoel In suoh thinking. She also oited studies 
(the Fels Long Studyt Barron, l957t| HacKinnon, l^t and Bierl, i960) 
that> shsw that cress-sex-typiiig (th|e sharing of interests and activi- 
ties ''nonally oharaoteristio of the opposite sex**) is associated 
with analytic thinking; creativity, and high general intelligence. 
' Aooording to these studies, then, it MC«ld be beneficial for both 

# 

begrii and ^is to be nose flsxiblt in their roles. ^ 

But what happens to those girls who do- try to oross the sex- 
role barrier? Maocoby (I963) believes that they pay a price in ^ ^ 
anxiety which reaults in lack ef npoduotivity. Homer (1972) finds 
thla prifl paid in frustzation, self -hatred, bittezneas and confusion 
a high eaotienal toll. 

How do sex-role stereotypes begin and what is tlMir relation- 
ship t9 children* a literature? The aooial-leazniag theory of Walter 
Nischel (I966) postulatea that the eaergenoe of sex-roles is largely 
derived froa the envlronnent. He asserts that "observational^ 
l«iaming froa live and syabolio aodels (i.e., films, television, 
and books) is the first step in the acquiaition of sex-typed beha- 
vior.** (This is behavior that has varying consequences depending on 
the sex of the perforaer.) It can be aasuaed that children's books 
reflect sooiotal valuef , portraying iaages of children and their 
potential as adults. Thus, literature, as part of environaent , is 
thought to play a aeaningful role in a child's sex-role developaent. 
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. If this is tni8, claarly children's llterstwre has done little 
te help children create stereotn«*f3^ ^rales for theiselves. Studies 
have repeatedly deeonstrated the grim reality of. this fact. The 
role of the feaale. In partloidlx, Is usually either neglected or 
oast as a ene-dlBensloBa.^ aid to the real action pazf orsed sales. 
(The sUple lack of feMles In children's books ladioates scnethlng 
about their Uportance.) Some books. ar% even sore blatant In soral- 
Ising or the "proper" roles for boys and |irls. 

Beginning with traditional literature, sexlsa abounds in nursery 
rhymes. Azdell Madesan (197^) oondvoted a study of The Real Mother 
Goose . The rhymes, portray women mostly as wives or mothers, sote 

negatively as int 

"Veedles and pine, needles and pins. 
When a man marrl^, his trouble begins.** 

The oeoupatlons of men in the zhymes Include king, wise man, doctor, 
merchant, blacksmith, ^and hunter. Women's occupations are queen 
and milking maid. . 

A cAtique ^ Dam Donlan (1972) found that many rhymes paint 

« 

a picture of women as **eccentric** or ''befuddled.'* He cited such 
rhymes as **01d Mother Goose** flying through the air on a gander, 
*The Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe** mho didn't know what to do about 
all her children, sad **01d Mother Hubbard,- whose dog seems the 
master of the sltuatlen, (However, it is important to note here 
that Mother Goose rhymes, which are hundreds of years old, cannot be 
viewed literally since the original meanings wc-e probably pDlltlcal 

/ 
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satir*, leaving open to question the^ppropriatene^is of using such 
xhTMOB nith Very youag children unless one values the rhythm of the 
liaguage and accepts the incoaprehensibility of the words. ) 

Donlan proceeded to analyze the feaale inage portrayed in folk 
aai fairy tales. He saw swe grandaothera, such as Little Red 
Riding Hood*s, as *iapereeptive** when confronted with danger. A 
ooapetent character, saeh as a witch, is evil and ugly. The deain- 
eering housewife, such as in. "The Fiaheraen aad His Wife," or the 
omel atepaother, of suoh aa Cinderella, are defeated, Feaale 
heroines U fairy tales abound, though they uamlly are dependent on 
\eIl^o rescue thea fr<p danger, such as Snow White or Sleeping Seauty. 

MaxcU R. Liebenwi (1972) »l«o exwiined fairy tales fop the 
feaale iJMige. She found 'a predoaiaant theae in the coapetition of 
woaea on the basis of physical appearance, such aa in -Claderella" 
or "^ow'irhite,- with the prise being narriage, usually to a aale of 
great power or wealth. Often the one chosen is also the aoat passive. 
The one iM«e of a ^ooa feaale with power is the fairy godaother. 

Weitnaa, et.al. (1972) studied sex-r. lea aa depicted in picture 
booU, conceatratiag their am\lysi^ on th« eighteen Caldacott winners 
and rtmners-up of the five-yea;? period Just prior to their survey. 
They found that wonen alnply are not pictured in awiy of these booka. 
Though they conprise 51 percent, o* the population, only 23 feaales 
are pictured aa ooapared to 261 aales{ Of the titles, the ratio is 
eight to three, aen and woaen naaed. The content of the books shows 
flne*thlrd with no W9nen included. ^ 

The books portray b<?ys to be active, involved in adventure, 
leading, and independent, primarily in outdoor settings. Girl^ are 
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pft88iv«» qMl«t, dep«nd«nt, and attMiptlng to plaasa or help brothers 
and fathers* usually In indoor situations. (Nilssn's study (1979 
noted how often feaales are pictured Hatching the action f ro« door- 
ways and windoNS. ) As adults* woaen are shown in aotirities siaiUr 
to the girl; as wives and aothers. T^re are no woaen shown in 
professions, and* thifc study pointed out, even mothers aren't pre-" 

. sented realistically and as active as many are. Feaales often 
achieve their status in these books as wives* daughters, or aothers 
of Isportant sen. It is the nen» after all, who fill the roles such 
as kiii«/|it.oiekeeper, policeM*,, Judge, or storyteller. SUilar 
findings resulted frea other studies hf John Stewig and Margaret 

• Higgs^(1973) aad Alleen Fsoe Nilsen (1971). 

Stewig and Higgs also exaained the occupational discrepsocy 
acre clesely in both award and nan-award picture books. Eighty- 
three percent of the weaen are portrayed in hqaeiwJcing roles (cooking 
watching, child, shopping, •%©.) with the resainlag seventeen percent 
divided aaoBg fourteen oooupations, teacher and naid being the aoat 
prevalent. This is clearly unrealistic in light of the *faot that 
wcnen boapriee bom forty percent of all Jobholders at any one tl»e. 
Hen, ca the other haul, are 4*picted in these books in forty-eoe pro- 
fessieaal roles and are seldoa showa involved in household tasks. 

So the sUtistics are gria, btit have they iaproved with the 
resurgence ef feainin? Judith Stevinsoa Hillaaa (197^) suryeyed 
sixty books in two periods of |uhildi«n»s literature, 1930-19'«) and 
1965-197^. She found aalea te hold nearly eighty peroent «f the 
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oecupatlont, •o«thiiig that did not ehaagt algnlf Ipantly. The naia 
differenoe ahe disoevered la la behavior and eaotlon,' with feaalea 
ahewlag aore vooal aggreaalveneaa, eurioalty, and anger. Thas, ahe 
aaw feaalea adopting aore "aaaeuliat** charaeteriatica* but fevnd aea 
still looked into the "stroog" aaaouliae role. She concluded that 
there does sees to be a liberalizing of aex-role expeotatlona, prl- 

aarily for woaen. 

Tke Fealnlata on Chlldren'a Media (1971) diacovered booka aaoag 
wiaaers of the Newbery Award and those recoaaeaded by the Aaericaa 
Library AaaoeUtioa and/or thfi Child Study Aaaociatioa featutii alaeat 
superhiman feaalea. There are tee few, however* with "woaea whe eiaply 
f wnetion very well and freely wherever they ehooae - or are forced - 
to apply their abllltlea. ** 

Self»DefinitloB for Today's Child 

Clearly, then, the aearch aust be. aade te find new^ wriya to educate 
toaorrow'a woaen aad aen. 1% la, aa Patricia Minachin (1972) stated, • 
**|art of a aeie general aearch for o>tiaal foras#aad qualities of 
sehsoling," She ^^-sted four educatloaal goals essential to the develop- 
aent of capable huaaa beings i (1) an ataosphere that ainiaizes stereo- 
types and encoeragea variety and exploration of alternatives » (2) 
exposure to a variety of experiences, adult role aodels, sad waya of 
thiakingt (3) teaching of a problea-aolving, decislon-aaking approach 
te such experiences! aad the enhanceaeat of the child's knowledge 
about hia/herself and how he/ahe differs froa others. 

Thus far, the iapllcatlons of sex-role stereotyping for child 
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development, the Ima^e of the feaale as It exists in nuch of children's 
\ literature, and seiie points to eodaider about education that nay help 

» 

to change the shape of girls* self -perception have been exaained. 
New the questions need to be asked t ifhat do we do with children's 
books that^ooitain sexist references? How do they nesh with non- 
sexist edaeation?^ 

« 

There are groups such as the Council on Interracial Books for 
Children who, in their 1976 book, Huaan (and AntWHuaan) Values in 
Children *s^^ks . have expanded their vigilante attitude to include 
not only raoisa, but saxisa, igeisa, aaterialisa, confemisa, individ- 
ualisa, and eseapina. An editorial in Sch;»cl Library ^Journal (Noveaber 
1976) pointed out that, according to CIBC cr.teria. The Tale of Peter 
Babbit could be considered sexist, ageist, ^Aterialist, conforyist, 
escapl.st, and racist by oaissicn. Lillian Gerhart, the editor, called 
for the use of eomon senr stating that there is "nothing new in 
eensoi'ship whether^ it coaes frea the Left or the Right." Or, as i« 
stated, in Censorship , a guide prepared by Lou Willett Stanek (1976) ,\ 
"it is in the public interest to offer the widest variety of views and 
opinions, including unorthodox and control ersial ideas, and that a 
book frhould be jtidged its intrinsic aerit, regardless of the par- 
' ticular political or social viewpoint the author aay be espousing. " 
(It is inpertant to add that a book should be evaluated as a whole.) 
A deaooratic society sueh as ours is based upon the free discussion of 
ideas, whioh nay be, -at tines, dangl^rous. Suppression, on the other 
hand, is fatal to deaocracy, for, ideas, discussed in an open forua. 
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•Uiid or fall on thoir oim aorlt. 

This doo« «ot «6an that persons should be f oxesd to read a book. 
Rather, they ihould sake their own choices, a skill that requires the 
ability to think and reason critically. As previously aentiened, 
one of the joals of eduelatioo should be to tei^h such decision-saking 
skills. After all, tKe purpose of literaturs is set to present an 
ileal picture ef life.^In fact, the stereotyped book csi^ actually aid 
iatelltettual functioning as such or sore then those devoid of all.sexisi 
They osn be used to incrfsse critical thinklilg. It is obvious, then, 
that chilir«i should choose their own books to resd and be encouraged 
to qwestion -and discust. uhat they have read.. Out of such conacious- 
ness*^isiBg arises the developiwnt criteria or standards, a basic 
tool U judging the aerit of a book.. Many of the criteria to be used 
in evaluating liteiature from a fcpinist perspective are ecMon to 
those used to judge a book on its literary nerit. As Gerseni-SUvn 
(197**) sUted, f eainist criticisa, to be end^iring, aust be huMnistic 
crl.icisa." Aesthetic staadazds should not be sacrificed. 

Critical RsadiBg and Self-DefUitien 

Accordingly, the following questions/criteria are proposed to 
stinuUte critical awareness. (1) km the aajor characters, including 
feaales,' developed As realistic beings wW aw nenorable as well as 
believable? (Minor characters in a book need not be fully tWMded for 
the literary purposes of the story.) (2) Do the characters, Ucluding 
feaales, dev^p logically? (3) t)o the feaales seen to exist only be- 
oatse the author assuaes thai aen will have to be in contact with then 
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»t tikas? (^) kx9 9tT9ng females onljr portrayed undor oxtraordlnary 

eixci»fttuie«t and in imutual sltuationa (i.e., selence fiction* 

teriea, desert ialaM aettiaga, etc. )? (5) Does the author so extoll n 

the qualitiea of a capable f eaale in ordinary aettinga as to aake her 

seen atraage? (6) la aa authorial tone or stateaent uaed to condone 

B*xiat referenc^a exist ins in » "tory? (Suoh ideaa aay have validity ' 

when expreaaed through a character, though they atill aerit diacaaaion. ) - 

(7) Does the book aoralise abtat aex stereotypes? (8) While sciie books 

te which a child ia expoaed nay be "sioclat ,- ara they biOaaok by ethera 

that reflect different opiaiona? (Per exaaplet lalaad of the Blue 

P olphina . Scott O'Dell, Houghton MifflU, 1960| Queenie geavy . Robert ^ 

— — y ' 

Burch, Viking, l966t Harriet the Spy . Leulae Fitshagh, Harper and Ron, 

4 

I9&¥i and Julie of the Wolvea , Jean Gaorge, Ha^r aad Ron, 1972.) 

Literataxa-ralated activities that can enhance critical aimreneas 
«f sex-role steraotypiag aay include t (1) diacuaaing issues that are ^ 
ra'iaed in a atoryj (2) coapariiig the ntaibar of stories featuring boya 
with thoae featuring girlaj (3) discussing how a stoiy is influenced . 
by the poj^od af history or cuiture in which it ia set or frea which 
it coaaat aad (4) ra-wrlting and/or role-pUylng a atory with aale aad 
feaale rolaa raveraed and diseasing thf results, . 

Hueh oi; the literature now availfble for ohiidrtn is rife with 
•atereotyped allusions and aodela, reflecting the atoxiat tradition of 
ear culture. Aa lifest^^les change, so, tao* aiU Uiarature. Svea ao, 
■aay older boeka have literary aerit. They ahould-not be disoaided, 
Mt rather read, ra-raad, diaousaed, and analysed froa an historical 
perapective. Such stMy by children can, indeed, -increkse awareness » 

I » 
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i^ld crltioftl thinking and int«ll«otttail develoi»ent, «nd combat sex- 
rol« stareotypes in books and in society. 
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